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The Pan American Health Organization 

• World’s oldest international public health agency 

• Regional WHO office and sister OAS agency 

• Based in Washington, DC, and 35 Member States 



Risk Communication 

 Risk communication is an integral component of public 
health risk management. It is focused on dialogue with 
those affected and concerned and strives to ensure 
communication strategies are evidence based.  

 Under the IHR, risk communication for public health 
emergencies includes the range of communication 
capacities required through the preparedness, response 
and recovery phases of a serious public health event to 
encourage informed decision making, positive behaviour 
change and the maintenance of trust.  

PAHO/WHO 2010 



Activate crisis plan, etc. 

CRISIS 

 
Preparation 

 
Start Control Recovery 

• Evaluate work 

• Document lessons learned 

• Identify actions for 

improvement  

Components  
• Put together risk comm team 

• Internal coordination  

• Strategic alliances  

• Risk communication plan  

• Staff training  

• Prepare messages 

•Media Plan 

•Communication surveillance 

•Staffing plan 

 

PAHO Model 2010 



Risk Communication Strategy 



All Public Health Emergencies 

 

• High economic and social impact 

• Alarm in the population,            

uncertainty, fear, anger, anxiety 

• Differing views and perceptions 

among officials and the public 

• Need and desire for clear 

communication 



 

 
• Growing media interest = 

sensationalism 

• International media presence 

• Rapid transmission via internet and 

social networks 

• Information gaps – filled by unofficial 

news sources 

• Direct involvement of political actors 

 



 

Role of Risk Communication During Public Health 

Emergencies 

• Help at risk populations make informed decisions  

• Encourage protective behaviors 

• Complement existing surveillance systems 

• Coordinate health and non-health partners  

• Minimize social and economic disruption 

• Maintain the trust required to prepare for, respond to and recover 

from serious public health threats 



Not the Time To Plan Risk Communication 



The First Global Outbreak of the 21st Century 

• Started to emerge in late 2002 

• Spread from China to 37 countries 

• Around 9,000 cases, about 800 dead 

 



ESRI China’s “SARS GIS”—SARS case distribution in the world. 



Social, Economic and Political Impact 
 

 

• Schools Closed 

• Transportation disrupted 

• Tourism smashed 

• Hospitals overwhelmed 

• Billions lost 



 

The Real Price? Lack of Trust, Transparency 

What Happened 

• Top secret report in China in 

January 

• Unknown origin, unclear 

instructions 

• Denial of severity and case 

burden 

• China fires minister and says 

339 dead, not 37 (April 2003) 

What That Triggered 

• Government hiding something 

• Vulnerable population 

• Risks are downplayed 

• Risk Perceptions, 

psychological impact 



WHO Risk Communication Guidelines 

• Trust 

• Transparency 

• Early announcement 

• Listening, communication surveillance 

• Planning    

• WHO Expert Consultation on Outbreak Communications 2004 



Trust 

 

• Trust is earned before a crisis  

• Need to take actions that maintain trust 

• Enables population to take appropriate actions. 

• Recognize uncertainty, avoid false hopes 

• Include the public in decisions, actions 

• Ask more of people 



Transparency 

• Explain the decision-making process 

• Aim for total candor 

• Key to maintaining confidence; linked to  the 

quality, veracity and clarity of the information. 

• Limits to transparency, balance rights and 

information 



Arguments For Transparency 

• Rumors fill the information void 

• Promotes protective behavior 

• Keeps you out front as the information 

provider 

• You can’t hide outbreaks 



Post SARS 

• Outbreak Guidelines 

• Preparations for global transmission of H5N1 

• Call by the head of WHO to include risk communication 

• Countries created National Influenza Preparedness Plans 

• Risk communication as a public health tool 



Case Study Paraguay Yellow Fever 2008 



People line up to receive yellow fever vaccines in Luque, 

Paraguay, Tuesday, Feb 19, 2008. Eight people had died from 

Paraguay's first outbreak of yellow fever in 34 years. The 

government says authorities are conducting a massive 

vaccination campaign in high-risk areas.  



* 4 K protest to demand vaccines 

* Crowds bang on health center doors 

• Rumors disease spreading quickly 

 

 

“We want vaccines!”  people shouted. 

 

MOH officials blame the media, call on press 

“not to alarm” the population. 

 

Government declares state of emergency 



What Was Going On? 



What Went Wrong? 

• Mixed messages 

• Untrained spokespersons 

• Not giving a viable option 

• Excluding the public 

• Rumors 

• Blaming the media 

• Presidential elections 



WHO Risk Communication Guidelines 

• Trust 

• Transparency 

• Early announcement 

• Listening, communication surveillance 

• Planning    

• WHO Expert Consultation on Outbreak Communications 2004 



Communication Surveillance 

• Is the public worried and in need or reassurance? 

• Is the public too calm and in need of warning? 

• Are they angry and in need of calming? 

• Crisis + heightened public emotions + limited access to facts 

+ rumor, gossip, speculation, assumption, and inference = an 

unstable information environment, panic, bad decisions, 

danger, credibility 

 

 



Case Study: H1N1 Pandemic 2009 



The Definition of Risk Communication 



• New Virus 

• No drugs 

• No vaccine 

 

Only risk communication 



First Announcements 



WHO Risk Communication Guidelines 

• Trust 

• Transparency 

• Early announcement 

• Listening, communication surveillance 

• Planning    

• WHO Expert Consultation on Outbreak Communications 2004 



Early Announcement 

• The opportunity to make the “first announcement” leads to 

trust, reduces rumors and can save lives. 

• Acknowlege that the situation will change when there is 

more information.  

• Shows leadership 

• The lack of information is NOT a reason to put off the first 

announcement of a real or suspected outbreak. 

• Inform of what you know, what you are doing, and what 

you want the public to do. 

 



It is not the strongest of the 

species that survive, not the 

most intelligent, but the one 

most responsive to change.  

Charles Darwin, scientist 

  

Planning 



Planning 
 

• Preparation since 2005 for H5N1 

• Risk communication part of the preparation for all public health 

emergencies. 

• Eliminates the crisis decisions 

• A National Risk Communication Strategy includes a crisis plan 

• Emphasis on preparation and prevention 

• Regional and global networks 

 



 

•Risk communication Is not a news release, poster or public relations 

• Understanding and analyzing real and perceived risk is fundamental 

for the development of a risk communication strategy. 

• If the public doesn’t perceive a risk, they won’t respond adequately to 

prevent it. The perception also can impede the response. 

• Risk communication must include the public, the community, in their 

own languages and cultural norms. 

 

 

Conclusions 



Thank you! 

For more information, please contact: 

Bryna Brennan brennanb@paho.org 

 

www.paho.org/riskcomm 

mailto:brennanb@paho.org

